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Chapter One

 


August 2015

Damon Wolford looked up from the website
that had become his most frequently visited page over the past
several weeks. He practically knew it by heart after deciding to
take the arson inspector’s exam, which should have been reassuring.
Instead, it was cause for concern. What if he’d been lulled into a
state of complacency and was missing something important?

He gently nudged Liya’s foot under the
table, and she looked up from her phone. “What’s up?”

“Can you ask me a few more
questions before I go?”

She looked at his place at the table, which
held a coffee cup and nothing else. “On the condition that you
actually eat.”

“My stomach’s in knots
about this test.”

“I get that, but you’re
not going to do well if your brain is fogged from
hunger.”

Damon had to concede that she had a point.
He handed her his iPad, took two steps to the kitchen, and opened
the Tupperware of breakfast bars Liya had made about a week ago. He
held one up for her approval, but she didn’t read the question
until he took a bite. As the lemon and blueberry flavors exploded
on his tongue, she said, “Name three of the most common accelerants
found in arson.”

“Gasoline, kerosene, and
diesel.” He swallowed and answered without hesitation.

“Right.”

The clock caught his eye. “Shit, I don't
have time for more. I should head downtown.”

“You’ve got this. I know
you can do it.” She lightly pressed her lips to his. “I love you,
D.”

“I love you, too.” Early
in their marriage, they’d come to an unspoken decision to end every
conversation with words of love—this way, if anything happened to
Damon, they could find peace in knowing that that was the last
thing they said to each other. 

Damon wasn’t going to the firehouse today,
but stepping into the test center felt more daunting than running
into a burning building. He’d seen too many firefighters go adrift
after an injury had taken them out of action, and he had gone
through life determined to avoid that fate. This would save him
from that. If he couldn’t be a firefighter anymore, he could pivot
to arson inspection.

Only if he passed the test, though. He
squared his shoulders, stepped through the door, and gave his name
to the receptionist.


Chapter Two

 


Liya set a box of red velvet cupcakes in the
kitchenette at work. The receptionist, Nina, beamed at the sight of
the box. “What’s the occasion?”

“Justin’s
birthday.”

“Lucky guy!”

“Is he here
yet?”

“I think so.”

“Good. Get everyone
together, and tell Justin that Gary wants to see him.”

Justin had to have known what was going on,
but still looked surprised when he saw the staff and the cupcakes
in the kitchenette. Someone had found a candle for one of the
cupcakes, and everyone sang to him. After he blew out the candle,
everyone else helped themselves. Soon the room was filled with
nothing but the sounds of chewing and people expressing amazement
over the treats. Liya tried to smile modestly but took pride in her
work. And these had turned out great—the cake was moist and
well-flavored, and the cream cheese icing was sweet without being
cloying.

“I thought you would’ve
taken your birthday off,” Nina said as she poured more
coffee.

“I considered it, but I’ll
be leaving early once school starts.” Justin was a few credits shy
of his bachelor’s degree, but the company had hired him as an
assistant while he finished it. “Besides, what would the point be
when Charlie’s working all weekend?”

Liya had to agree. Sometimes she could see
Damon while he was working on holidays or special occasions, but
other times she had to make her own plans. There were times when
she welcomed the opportunity to chill in front of reality shows
with a plate of sushi, or do a face mask without commentary, yet
she did miss him when he was on duty.

“Okay, that’s enough for
today,” Gary said, brushing the crumbs off his hands. “Everybody
back to work.”

The team headed back to their desks, some
people taking cupcakes with them. As ever, Liya spent her day
coordinating with the architect on plans for a new building. It
always took a few tries before the architect’s vision and her
boss’s requests were squared away, and that was even without going
before the Landmarks Preservation Commission. Today was no
exception.

Justin started to head out at the end of the
day but paused at the mostly depleted box of cupcakes. “Mind if I
take the last of these home?”

“I made them for
your birthday. Go for
it.”

“Great! Thanks, Liya.” He
headed out, and it wasn’t long before she was packing up her tote
to go home. A stack of notes sternly beckoned, but she stuffed them
in her bag—there
was no reason she couldn’t read these at home.

Before she could zip the bag shut, her phone
buzzed with a text from her sister.

Maya: Hot date tonight … wish me luck!

Liya: The doctor from OKCupid?

Maya: Ancient history. The dog-walker from Tinder.

Liya sent an obligatory good-luck message
before locking her phone and putting it in her bag. Her little
sister was having fun playing the field, but Liya had found the
whole process exhausting. It had been such a relief when she’d
found Damon, and when they’d deleted their online dating profiles
together. It had felt more momentous than when he’d proposed a few
months later. It would be good to see him tonight.


Chapter Three

 


“How about this?” Tony
spoke up in the middle of inventory. “Would you rather carry ten
bags of groceries or an eight-foot Christmas tree home?”

“The groceries.” Damon
didn’t have to think about this. “With the tree, you come home with
pine sap all over your hands.”

“You also get a nice pine
scent,” Kelsey countered. “I’ll take the tree. Grocery bags are
murder on my hands.”

“And you’re tempted to eat
snacks on the way home,” Jake added, noting some needed
supplies.

Mike cocked an eyebrow at the team’s
youngest member. “You eat your groceries on the way home?”

Jake shrugged. “I might have opened a bag of
chips at a long light.”

“That takes you off
grocery duty for life. You and Kelsey are in charge of the tree
this winter.”

A ding from Damon’s phone cut through the
laughter, and his mouth went dry at the sight of the sender. A few
weeks of busy shifts and time with Liya had allowed him to push the
inspector’s exam to the back of his mind, but now it came to the
forefront.

He clicked the
email. Dear Mr. Wolford, Below, see your
scores on the arson inspection exam. A full rubric…

He jumped to that part of the letter to
compare the numbers they’d given him with the numbers in the
rubric. All his landed at the high end, assuring him of a solid
future with the fire department.

He looked up from his phone, unable to keep
the smile from spreading across his face. “I passed!”

The common room exploded in cheers. Tony and
Kelsey were the first to throw their arms around him, and everyone
else piled on. Even the dog nosed his way into the huddle.

Chief Walker held back, but extended a hand
to Damon. “Congratulations on your accomplishment.”

“Thank you, sir.” Damon
shook with one hand and petted Bandit’s head with the
other.

He’d have to reach out to the inspection
office to determine what his next steps would be, and he wanted to
call his family with the results. But there was one person he
wanted to tell first.
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